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✣ Chapter One

The hammer fell, and the world shivered.

Not the world. Just the anvil. Just the forge. Just the bones of Kaelen’s hands, vibrating with each strike against the glowing steel. Sparks showered her leather apron, winking out before they could burn through. She hit the blade again, and again, until the metal sang the way she needed it to sing.

Flat. Even. Unremarkable.

That was the only song worth playing.

The forge door scraped open. Kaelen didn’t look up. She kept her rhythm steady, kept her shoulders hunched, kept her hair hanging forward to hide the silver filigree of the mark snaking up from her wrist. The leather cuff covered most of it, but she’d learned long ago that shadows and angles offered better protection than any strap of boiled hide.

“Still at it?”

Bram’s voice. Rough as pumice, tired as winter. He shuffled past her workbench with the gait of a man who’d been carrying iron since before she was born. The forge’s heat painted his face in reds and oranges, deepening the creases around his eyes.

“Sword’s got a twist in the temper,” she said. “Working it out.”

“Work it faster. We’ve got a rush order.”

Her arms locked mid-swing. The hammer hung suspended above her shoulder. “From who?”

“The King’s Hand.” Bram spat the words like they’d left a bad taste. “Riders came through an hour ago. Every smith in the borderlands is being conscripted for some secret project. They’re taking the forge in two days.”

The hammer lowered. She set it on the anvil and wiped her palms on her apron, letting the motion buy her time to breathe past the ice spreading through her ribs. *Conscription. Secret project.* The Fire-King’s war machine had been grinding for years, chewing up kingdoms and spitting out ash. Of course it had finally reached this scrap of cinder-scorched earth.

“What kind of project?”

“Didn’t say. But the commander leading the conscription is already in town. Rode in with a full squadron.” Bram’s jaw worked. “They’re calling him the Iron Wolf.”

Kaelen’s blood stopped.

No. Not stopped. It simply forgot how to move, congealing in her veins like cooling slag. She gripped the edge of the anvil and let the rough iron bite into her palms, grounding herself in the pain.

The Iron Wolf.

There was only one man who wore that name. One man whose reputation preceded him like a storm front, whose shadow fell across the Ashfall massacre like a stain that would never wash clean. Commander Ryven Vane. The Butcher of the Northern Ridge. The Fire-King’s most lethal weapon.

The man who had slaughtered her family.

“Kael?” Bram’s hand landed on her shoulder. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Because I have. And he’s coming back to finish the job.

“Just tired.” She forced the words through a throat that had turned to sand. “Didn’t sleep well.”

“You never sleep well.” He squeezed her shoulder, then released her. “Finish that sword. I’ll start packing the portable tools. If we look cooperative, maybe they’ll leave us alone.”

No. Kaelen stared at the half-finished blade, watching the last of its glow fade to dull grey. They won’t leave us alone. They never do.

She’d been eight years old when Commander Vane’s forces breached the Ashfall palace walls. Eight years old, hiding in the kitchens while her mother burned on the throne. Eight years old, clutching a silver locket that held a lock of her father’s hair, listening to the screams echo through corridors that had never known silence before that night.

The silver mark on her wrist had started burning that evening. An ancient brand, dormant for generations, activating in the blood of the last living heir to a kingdom reduced to rubble and bones.

She’d been on the run ever since.

Twelve years. Twelve years of hiding, of smithing, of pretending to be no one. Twelve years of waiting for the day they’d find her.

And now the Iron Wolf was in town.

No. She straightened her spine, rolling her shoulders to loosen the tension that had settled there like a second layer of chainmail. He’s in town for a forge project. Not for me. He doesn’t know I’m here. He can’t know.

But the mark on her wrist pulsed with a low, insistent warmth. A warning. A reminder.

The Ashfall bloodline calls to its own. And blood always seeks blood.

She reached for the hammer, then stopped. Her hands were shaking. Not from fear. From the effort of not running.

Bram was watching her. She could feel his gaze like a weight on her back. He’d found her eight years ago, half-starved and feral in the ash wastes, and he’d never asked questions. Never pressed. Never tried to see beneath the leather cuff she wore like a second skin.

But he knew. Some part of him had always known.

“I need air,” she said, and shoved open the forge door before he could argue.

The borderlands hit her like a wall.

Not cold. The borderlands were never cold. Even in the depths of winter, the ground retained the memory of fire, radiating heat like a fever that wouldn’t break. The sky hung low and bruised, heavy with ash that drifted down like dark snow. The buildings of the town huddled together, their roofs coated in grey powder, their windows shuttered against the perpetual gloom.

And at the center of the square, a banner fluttered.

Black silk. Silver wolf. The sigil of the Iron Wolf’s command.

Kaelen’s feet carried her forward before her mind could catch up. She moved through the thin crowd of townsfolk who had gathered to stare, their faces a mixture of wariness and resignation. The squadron had set up a command post in the center of the square, with tents and tables and soldiers in black armor that gleamed like oil.

And there, at the table’s head, sat a man made of winter.

Commander Ryven Vane didn’t look like a monster. That was the first thing she noticed, and the most dangerous. He looked like a soldier. Efficient. Controlled. His dark hair was cropped short, his jaw clean-shaven, his uniform immaculate. When he moved, it was with the precise economy of a blade being drawn from its sheath.

But his eyes. His eyes were the color of forge smoke, grey and depthless and cold.

Cold enough to freeze the fire in a girl’s soul.

She stopped at the edge of the crowd, far enough back that she could blend into the shadows of the apothecary’s awning. Close enough to see the papers spread across his table, the maps and lists and official seals that spelled doom in a language she’d learned to read before she’d learned her letters.

“Every able-bodied smith is to report to the central forge at dawn,” the Commander said. His voice carried without effort, cutting through the murmurs of the crowd. “Those who refuse will be considered traitors to the Crown and dealt with accordingly. Those who comply will be compensated.”

A man near the front spat. “Compensated with what? Chains? We’ve heard about your ‘projects.’ People go in, they don’t come out.”

The Commander’s gaze shifted to the speaker. Slow. Deliberate. Like a wolf sizing up its prey.

“Then perhaps you should ensure you are useful enough to return.” He turned back to his papers. “Dismissed.”

The crowd began to disperse, muttering and grumbling. Kaelen stayed where she was, watching the Commander’s hands as they moved across the documents. Fine hands. Strong hands. Hands that had held a sword through the Ashfall massacre.

Hands that had blood on them she would never see washed clean.

One of the soldiers approached his table, saluted. “Sir. The smiths on the eastern road have been accounted for. Seventeen total. One refused.”

The Commander didn’t look up. “And?”

“He won’t be refusing anything again, sir.”

“Good.” The word was flat. Dismissive. “What about the western forge? The one near the ash wastes?”

“We’re still waiting on a report from the scout party.”

“Send another. I want every forge accounted for by nightfall.”

“Yes, sir.”

The soldier moved away. The Commander sat back in his chair, and for just a moment, his gaze drifted across the square.

It landed on her.

Kaelen didn’t flinch. Didn’t look away. She’d learned, in twelve years of hiding, that the worst thing you could do was show fear. Fear drew attention. Fear invited questions. Fear was a confession of guilt.

She met his grey eyes and held them, her face blank, her pulse steady, her breath even.

One heartbeat.

Two.

Then his gaze moved on, sweeping past her like she was nothing. Another face in a crowd of cowed subjects. Another smith too tired and too poor to matter.

He didn’t know.

He doesn’t know.

She turned and walked back to the forge, her legs carrying her on autopilot while her mind raced through calculations and contingencies. She had two days before conscription. Two days to pack what she could carry, to disappear into the ash wastes, to become a ghost again.

Two days to stay alive.

The forge door swung shut behind her, and she leaned against it, pressing her palm to the mark on her wrist. It burned like a brand, the silver lines pulsing with a light that seemed to brighten with each passing moment.

He doesn’t know yet. But he will. Blood always seeks blood.

And the Iron Wolf was hunting.

The cobblestones beneath her boots felt uneven, worn smooth by decades of footsteps and the occasional cart wheel. She kept her pace measured, unhurried, though every nerve screamed for her to run. The ash in the air coated her tongue, bitter and fine, carrying the perpetual smell of smoke and scorched earth. Somewhere beyond the town walls, the wastes stretched endlessly, a grey desert of cinders and bones.

She passed a woman hauling water from the communal well, the bucket sloshing against her hip. A child sat in the dirt, drawing patterns with a stick, his face smudged with soot. None of them looked at her. Good. Invisibility was a skill she had perfected, layer by layer, year by year. She kept her shoulders rounded, her stride short, her eyes down. The posture of someone who had never held a throne.

But the mark on her wrist pulsed again, a low thrum against her skin that matched the rhythm of her pulse. She curled her fingers into her palm, nails digging into flesh. The pain helped. It anchored her to the present, to the forge, to the plan.

Two days. The thought repeated like a prayer. Two days to pack, to vanish, to survive.

She reached the forge door, a slab of ironwood warped by years of heat. Her hand hesitated on the handle. The metal was warm, almost hot, radiating the furnace’s breath from within. She could hear the hiss of steam, the clink of hammer on anvil from the apprentice working the bellows. Her father’s ghost still lived in this place, in the rhythm of the work, in the smell of quenching oil and sweat.

She pushed the door open and stepped inside. The heat hit her like a wall, dry and oppressive, clinging to her clothes and skin. The forge glowed orange and red, a miniature sun trapped in stone. The apprentice, a boy of fifteen with soot-blackened arms, looked up from the bellows and nodded once. She nodded back. No words needed.

She moved to her workbench, running her fingers over the tools arranged in order of size and purpose. A hammer with a worn handle. Tongs with teeth that bit into hot metal. A file that had been sharpened so many times it was nearly a needle. These were her weapons. Her armor. Her identity.

But none of them would protect her from the Iron Wolf.

She pressed her palm flat against the cool iron of the anvil, grounding herself. The mark beneath her sleeve burned hotter now, as if it sensed the danger. As if it knew the hunt had begun.

Blood always seeks blood.

She closed her eyes and let the forge’s roar fill her ears. Two days. She would make them count.


✣ Chapter Two

The first thing she noticed was the silence.

Not the silence of absence; the silence of burial. The collapse had swallowed every sound. No more groaning timbers. No more distant pickaxes. Just the slow, terrible weight of stone pressing down from above, and the thin rasp of her own breathing trapped between her teeth.

Kaelen lay on her side, one arm pinned beneath rubble, the other stretched uselessly across the dirt. Dust coated her tongue, her throat, the inside of her eyelids. She blinked. Blackness. Pure, absolute blackness.

She moved her fingers. The pinned arm screamed. Not broken, but close. The rest of her body answered in a chorus of aches; ribs bruised, hip battered, scalp wet with something warm. She touched her temple. The wetness came away sticky on her palm.

Blood. Good. Not dead yet.

She tried to push up. The ceiling met her shoulders before she could rise. A pocket of air, then. A coffin carved from the mountain's gut.

"Move again and I'll slit your throat."

The voice came from somewhere to her left, hoarse and cold, cutting through the dark like a blade through skin. Ryven Vane. Of course. The universe had a sense of humor blacker than forge soot.

"I can't even see you," she said, and her own voice sounded foreign; scraped raw, too thin. "Unless you've grown eyes that glow in the dark, I'm not much of a threat."

A scrape of stone. A grunt. He was moving.

"Stay where you are."

"Wouldn't dream of going anywhere." She coughed, spat grit. "The exit is that way, by the way. About fifty feet of solid rock above us. In case you were thinking of strolling out."

Silence. Then the scratch of flint on steel. A spark, blindingly bright, and then a small flame bloomed in the dark. Ryven held a striker in one hand, a scrap of oiled cloth in the other. The fire caught, casting flickering light across his face.

It was a ruin.

Blood streaked his forehead, matted his dark hair. A gash split his left brow, and his jaw was smeared with dust and crimson. His eyes, though; those eyes were still sharp, still watching her like she was a trap waiting to spring.

He sat wedged between two fallen beams, one leg bent at an unnatural angle. Broken. The knowledge settled in her chest like a stone. Broken men were dangerous men. Cornered wolves bit hardest.

"Pretty trick," she said, nodding at the flame. "Planning to burn the air we have left?"

"It's that or sit in the dark and wait to die." He held the cloth higher, scanning the collapse. The chamber was small; maybe eight feet across, four feet high at the center, sloping down to jagged edges. Stone and timber choked the passage in every direction. The heat from his makeshift torch pressed against her skin, dry and stifling.

"Your arm," he said. It wasn't a question.

"Still attached."

He looked at her. A long, measuring look that stripped away every layer she'd built. "You're a blacksmith's apprentice. You know tunnels. How do we get out?"

"I don't." She shifted, trying to find a position that didn't crush her ribs. "This section was old; timber supports rotted through. The whole mountain could come down if we start digging blind."

"Then we don't dig blind. We think."

"By all means. Commander of the Fire-King's army, trapped in a hole with a nobody. This must be a new kind of humiliation for you."

His mouth twitched. Not a smile. Something harder. "You talk too much for a nobody."

"And you burn too much air for a man who might need it."

The flame guttered. He fed it another scrap of cloth from his pouch, and the oil smell thickened. Kaelen's stomach turned. How long before the oxygen ran out? How long before the fire ate the last breathable air and left them gasping?

She had to get out. Not just for herself; for the name branded into her wrist. For the kingdom that had been slaughtered, for the throne that sat empty and cold under a usurper's rule. She had to survive.

Which meant she had to keep him alive. And keep her secret buried deeper than this cave.

"There's a ventilation shaft about twenty feet northeast," she said. "If it didn't collapse, we might be able to reach it."

He studied her. "You know the forge layout."

"Worked here five years. You learn where the air comes from."

"Or you're lying to buy time." He shifted his leg and his jaw tightened, a vein pulsing at his temple. Pain. Good. Pain made him human. Pain made him slow.

"The shaft's small," she continued. "Maybe two feet wide. I can fit. You can't." She let that hang. "But I'd need something to break through the debris. A pick, a bar, anything."

His eyes dropped to the fallen beams around them. "There's iron strapping on the support columns. If we can pry it loose—"

"With what? Your bare hands?"

He reached into his boot and pulled out a dagger. The blade caught the firelight, dark steel, well-worn. "This."

Of course. A man like Ryven Vane didn't walk anywhere without a weapon. She could almost admire the thoroughness of it. Almost.

"Give it here."

"You come get it."

They stared at each other across the narrow space. The fire crackled. Dust drifted in the hot air. Kaelen's pinned arm throbbed, and her head pounded with every heartbeat.

"If I stand up," she said slowly, "I hit my head on the ceiling. If I crawl, I'm at your mercy. You want me to come closer so you can put that knife in my throat and save the air."

"If I wanted you dead, you'd already be dead." He said it flatly, without malice. That was worse. It meant he was stating a fact, not making a threat.

"And yet here we are, sharing a grave."

"We're not dead yet." He tossed the dagger. It clattered to the stone two feet from her, spinning to a stop. "Take it. Pry the strapping loose. Then you can try to reach your ventilation shaft."

She hesitated. A commander who gave up his weapon. Either he trusted her more than he should, or he knew something she didn't.

Kaelen grabbed the knife. The hilt was warm from his hand, leather-wrapped, worn smooth in places. She crawled toward the nearest beam, keeping her back to the wall, her eyes on him. He didn't move. Just watched, his breath even, his good leg braced.

The iron strapping was rusted, bolted into rotted wood. She wedged the knife under the edge and pried. The metal groaned, then snapped loose in a shower of rust flakes. She worked quickly, ignoring the ache in her shoulder, the dizziness creeping at the edges of her vision.

Two pieces. Three. Enough to make a crude bar.

"You're good at that," he said.

"Five years, remember?"

She crawled back to the eastern wall, where the collapse seemed thinnest. Pressing her ear to the stone, she listened. Nothing. No whisper of moving air. No distant voices. Just the hollow silence of the mountain.

"Anything?" he asked.

"No."

"Then we dig."

She started working the bar into the scree, levering rocks loose. The work was brutal, mindless. Each stone she moved sent dust cascading down, and twice she had to stop as the ceiling groaned overhead. Ryven stayed silent, but she felt his gaze on her back, tracking her every movement.

After an hour, maybe two; time had lost its shape; she had carved a narrow crack into the debris. Cool air kissed her face. Her heart lurched.

"I felt it," she said, her voice cracking. "Draft. There's a void beyond this."

"Keep going."

She did. The crack widened. She could see darkness beyond, a different darkness, less absolute. The shaft. It had to be.

"Clear enough," she said, turning back. "I can fit through."

"And leave me here."

It wasn't a question. It was a statement, weighted with something she couldn't name.

She looked at him. The fire had burned down to embers, casting his face in orange and black. He was pale under the grime. His leg was definitely broken; the swelling visible even in the dim light. He couldn't crawl. He couldn't stand.

She could leave him. He was Ryven Vane, the Butcher of Ashfall, the man who had burned her home and killed her family. She could crawl through that shaft, find help, and never look back. Or she could find no help, and he would die here, slowly, in the dark.

Either way, he would be gone.

But if she came back with help, she would have to explain why she saved him. And if she didn't come back, his men would hunt her to the ends of the earth.

"You're thinking too loud," he said.

"I'm thinking about how to survive you."

"You won't. Not alone." He shifted, and pain flickered across his face. "The shaft leads to the surface?"

"Should. If the map's right."

"Then go. Bring help. Or don't." He closed his eyes. "I'll be here either way."

The flatness in his voice unnerved her more than any threat. He was giving up. The great Commander Ryven Vane, resigned to dying in a hole.

She should let him.

But if she let him die, she would never know why he had come to the forge. What secret project required every smith in the borderlands? What was the Fire-King building?

And she would never know why the silver brand on her wrist burned hotter every time she looked at him.

Kaelen turned back to the crack. She shoved the bar in, twisted, and the rock gave way. Cool air flooded the chamber, rich with the scent of rain. Freedom.

She looked at Ryven. He hadn't opened his eyes.

"Don't die," she said. "I'm not done with you yet."

Then she crawled into the dark, and the rocks sealed behind her.

The tunnel swallowed her whole. Darkness pressed against her eyes like a living thing, thick and absolute. She crawled blind, palms scraping against jagged stone, knees finding every sharp edge the shaft had to offer. The air changed with each meter; cooler, wetter, carrying the distant promise of open sky.

But she could still feel him behind her. The weight of his presence lingered in her bones like smoke in wool.

Don't die. I'm not done with you yet.

The words had come out before she could stop them. Foolish. Dangerous. They sounded like a promise, and promises to men like Ryven Vane were how women got buried in unmarked graves.

Her shoulder scraped against a protruding rock. She bit back a curse and kept moving.

The shaft narrowed. For a horrible moment, she thought she might get stuck; trapped between the man she should have killed and the world that wanted her dead. Her ribs compressed. Her lungs burned. The silver mark on her wrist pulsed with a low, insistent heat, as if it recognized something in this darkness. Something familiar.

Stop. You're imagining things.

She forced herself forward. The rock scraped her hip, tore at her tunic. Dirt sifted down her collar, gritty against her neck. She spat out the taste of earth and iron.

Then the shaft opened.

She tumbled out onto wet grass, gasping. The night sky wheeled above her, vast and indifferent, scattered with stars that had watched empires burn. Rain had fallen recently; the ground was soft, the air heavy with moisture. She lay there a moment, chest heaving, letting the cold seep through her clothes.

He's still down there.

She sat up. The entrance to the shaft was a dark mouth at the base of a ridge, half-hidden by thornbushes. From here, it looked like nothing. A fox den. A crevice. No one would find it unless they knew to look.

No one would find *him*.

She could walk away. Find a horse. Ride east until the borderlands became someone else's problem. The mark on her wrist would burn forever, but at least she would be alive.

But his voice echoed in her skull. *You won't. Not alone.*

He was right. She hated that he was right.

Kaelen pressed her palm to the ground and felt the faint tremor of something moving deep below. Water, maybe. Or him, shifting in his chains. She imagined his blood pooling on the stone, his eyes going glassy, his chest stilling.

The Fire-King's right hand. The Butcher of Ashfall. Dying alone in a hole.

She should let him.

She stood. Her legs shook. Her hands were raw and bleeding. Every muscle screamed for rest.

She looked at the stars and picked a direction.


✣ Chapter Three

The dust still hung in the air, a fine grit that settled on Kaelen’s tongue and clung to the back of her throat. Every breath tasted of stone and scorched metal, the remnants of the collapse that had sealed them inside this pocket of the forge tunnel. The lantern they’d salvaged guttered on the floor between them, its flame too small to push back the darkness pressing in from all sides. She kept her back to the curved wall, her knees drawn up, her left wrist tucked against her ribs beneath the torn sleeve of her tunic.

Ryven stood across the chamber, his broad shoulders brushing the low ceiling. He had not sat down once in the hours since the rubble had settled. Instead he paced, a predator measuring the cage, his boots grinding fragments of rock into finer dust. The rhythm of his movement scraped against her nerves like a blade dragged over whetstone.

“You’re too calm,” he said without stopping.

She did not answer. Calm was not the word. Hollow, perhaps. The fear had burned through her in the first hour, a wildfire of panic that left nothing but ash behind. Now there was only the cold arithmetic of survival. How long until the air turned poison. How long until he noticed the way she kept her left arm hidden. How long until the mark on her wrist betrayed her as surely as a brand.

He stopped pacing. The silence snapped taut.

“I said you’re too calm.” His voice dropped, a rasp of suspicion. “A forge apprentice trapped with a commander of the Fire-King’s army, and you sit there like you’re waiting for tea.”

She met his gaze. In the dim light his eyes were the color of wet iron, flat and hard. “What would you prefer? Hysteria? I can’t change the walls.”

A ghost of a smile touched his mouth, but it held no warmth. “No. You can’t.” He moved closer, and her spine straightened of its own accord. “But you can change what you’re hiding.”

Her stomach dropped. She forced her expression to remain blank. “I’m hiding nothing except the desire to breathe clean air again.”

“Liar.”

The word was soft, almost affectionate, and that made it worse. He crouched in front of her, bringing his face to the level of hers. The lantern light carved hollows beneath his cheekbones, deepened the scar that ran from his temple to his jaw. Up close she could smell the blood on him, the metallic tang of the wound on his side where a piece of shrapnel had cut through his coat. He had not bothered to tend it properly.

“I’ve spent ten years reading people,” he said. “Reading their tells, their hesitations, the way they hold their hands when they lie. You’re skilled, I’ll grant you that. But you’re not perfect.”

Her heart slammed against her ribs, but she locked her knees, kept her breathing even. “Commander, I don’t—“

“Ryven.”

“What?”

“We’re past formalities.” He leaned closer still, his breath warm against her cheek. “You know my name. I’ve decided I want to know yours. Your real one.”

The air stilled in her lungs. For a heartbeat the world narrowed to the space between them, the heat of his body, the weight of his attention. She could lie again. She could feed him the name she had worn for ten years, the name of a dead girl buried in a border village graveyard. But something in his eyes told her he would not believe it.

“Kaelen,” she said, and the truth tasted like broken glass.

His head tilted. The name did not register, not yet. But his gaze dropped to her sleeve, to the way her fingers curled over her left wrist. A muscle in his jaw tightened.

“Show me.”

“Show you what?”

“Whatever you’re hiding under that sleeve.”

She did not move. Could not move. The mark burned against her skin like a fresh wound, the silver filigree of the Ashfall crest, the stylized crown and the phoenix rising from flame. The sigil of the royal bloodline. A death sentence.

He reached for her arm.

She jerked back, but the wall stopped her. His fingers closed around her wrist, firm but not bruising, and he pulled her sleeve up in one slow motion.

The silver mark caught the lamplight.

A long silence stretched between them, thick as the dust in the air. Ryven stared at the crest on her inner wrist, the intricate lines that had been etched into her skin at birth with ash and fire and a drop of her father’s blood. His thumb brushed over the phoenix’s wing, a touch so light she almost did not feel it.

“Ashfall,” he breathed.

Her name. Her legacy. Her doom.

She yanked her arm free and scrambled backward, pressing herself into the corner of the chamber. Her hand closed around a chunk of rubble, a jagged piece of stone that could crack a skull if she swung hard enough.

“Don’t,” she said, and her voice cracked on the word.

He did not move. He stayed crouched where she had left him, his hand still extended, his eyes fixed on the spot where her mark had been. The lamplight flickered across his face, and she saw something shift in his expression. Not surprise. Not rage. Recognition.

“I knew your father,” he said.

The words hit her like a blow to the chest. She tightened her grip on the stone. “You served him. Until you betrayed him.”

“I served the throne.” He rose to his full height, slow and deliberate, as if he were giving her time to adjust. “Your father was a good man. A just king. But justice does not win wars.”

“Your Fire-King burned the capital. He slaughtered thousands.”

“I know.” Ryven’s voice dropped, rough and low. “I was there. I held the torch.”

Her blood turned to ice. She lifted the stone higher, her arm trembling with the effort of holding it steady. “Then you deserve to die in this hole.”

He laughed, a sound without humor. “Probably. But I’m not going to.” He took a step toward her, and she pressed harder into the corner. “And neither are you. Not if I can help it.”

“Why?” The word came out sharp, edged with disbelief. “Why would you help me?”

He stopped. The lamplight caught his eyes again, and this time she saw something raw beneath the iron. Grief. Guilt. A hunger that had nothing to do with power.

“Because I made a promise to your father,” he said. “Before I lit the pyre.”

The air left her lungs all at once. “What promise?”

He reached into his coat, slow and deliberate, and pulled out a small object wrapped in dark cloth. He unwrapped it with care, and the lamplight glinted off a silver signet ring, the same phoenix and crown that marked her wrist.

“He knew the war was lost,” Ryven said. “He knew he would die. But he gave me this and told me to find his heir. To protect her.” His jaw tightened. “I failed him. I let the Fire-King’s mages seal the bloodline records. I let them hunt the survivors. I told myself it was loyalty to the new order. But it was cowardice.”

Kaelen stared at the ring. Her father’s ring. The one she had last seen on his hand when he kissed her forehead and sent her into the tunnels beneath the palace, seven years old and clutching a stuffed fox. She remembered the smell of smoke on his coat, the tremor in his voice as he told her to run.

“Why now?” she whispered.

“Because I found you.” He stepped closer, and this time she did not retreat. “And because the air in this chamber is running out. If we die here, the promise dies with us. I won’t let that happen.”

He held out his hand, palm up. The ring lay in the center, glinting like a fallen star.

“I can get you out,” he said. “I know this tunnel system. There’s a ventilation shaft fifty paces from here, collapsed but diggable. But I need you to trust me.”

“Trust you?” The laugh that escaped her was brittle, too high. “You murdered my father.”

“I lit the torch. The Fire-King swung the blade.” His hand did not waver. “I cannot undo what I did. But I can spend the rest of my life trying to atone. Starting now.”

She looked at the ring. At his hand. At the scar on his face, the lines of exhaustion and regret carved deep around his eyes. Every instinct screamed at her to smash his skull with the stone and take her chances alone. But the air was thinning. The lantern was dying. And she had been running alone for ten years.

She let the stone fall.

It clattered against the floor, and the sound echoed in the darkness like a door slamming shut. She reached out and took his hand, her fingers cold against his palm.

“If you betray me,” she said, “I will find a way to kill you. Even from the grave.”

A smile touched his lips, and this time it was real. “I expect nothing less, princess.”

He pulled her to her feet, and the proximity of him was a shock, the heat of his body a stark contrast to the cold stone. His hand did not let go of hers.

“There is something else,” he said, his voice dropping low. “When we get out, the Fire-King will know you are alive. He has mages who can track bloodlines. The mark on your wrist glows like a beacon in their sight.”

Her throat tightened. “Then I’m already dead.”

“Not if you change the mark.”

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

He released her hand and drew a knife from his belt. The blade caught the lamplight, sharp and silver. He turned it over, offering her the hilt.

“The mark is written in ashfire silver,” he said. “It can be overwritten by the same element if it is mixed with royal blood. Your blood. Another mark laid over the old one, made from ash and steel and a willing sacrifice.”

“I don’t understand.”

He cut his own palm, swift and precise. The blood welled dark against his skin. Then he pressed his bleeding hand to her wrist, directly over the silver crest.

She gasped. The touch was fire, searing into her bone, rewriting the pattern beneath her skin. The phoenix flared white-hot, then faded, replaced by a new shape, a crown broken at the base, a flame with no source.

When he pulled away, the silver mark was gone.

In its place was a scar shaped like a twisted chain.

“Now you are no one,” he said, his voice rough. “Now you can disappear.”

She stared at her wrist. The scar was still tender, still pulsing with heat. She touched it with her fingertips, and the pain was a lancing clarity.

“What did you just do?” she whispered.

“I bound your bloodline to mine,” he said. “The mark is hidden, but only so long as I live. If I die, the seal breaks. The Fire-King’s mages will find you within a day.”

Her blood rushed cold. “You’ve made me dependent on you.”

“I’ve made you safe.” He tucked the knife back into his belt. “For now.”

The lantern guttered and died.

Darkness swallowed them whole.

She felt his hand find hers in the black, his fingers interlocking with hers, and his voice came from inches away, low and rough, brushing her ear.

“Come, princess. We have a wall to dig through.”

She had no choice but to follow.

She had no choice but to follow.

His grip was unyielding, calloused fingers wrapped around hers like iron bands. The darkness pressed against her eyes, thick and suffocating, and she could smell the damp earth, the lingering tang of his blood on her wrist. Each step was a stumble, her boots catching on roots and loose stones, but he did not slow. He did not apologize.

She wanted to hate him for it. For the chain scar now etched into her flesh. For the way her pulse skittered every time she remembered the fire in his palm. But the cold air bit her cheeks, and the silence of the tunnels stretched like a held breath, and she could not muster the rage.

Instead, she focused on the texture of his hand. The roughness of his knuckles. The steady pressure that pulled her forward when her own legs threatened to fail.

Ahead, a faint glow bled through a crack in the stone wall. Moonlight. Real moonlight.

He stopped. She nearly collided with his back.

“There,” he said, releasing her hand. The absence of his touch was a sudden chill. “Beyond this wall is the old smuggler’s path. It leads to the river, then to the free cities.”

She pressed her palm to the stone. It was cold and damp, slick with moss. “And you?”

“I stay.”

She turned to face him, though she could only see the outline of his shoulders against the dim light. “You just bound your life to mine. You can’t simply stay.”

“I can.” His voice was flat, unreadable. “The seal holds as long as I live. I intend to live.”

“But the Fire-King’s mages. ”

“Will hunt me as a traitor either way.” He stepped closer, and she felt the heat of him despite the cold. “At least this way, they hunt a man who knows he bought you time.”

She wanted to argue. To demand he come with her, to force him to explain why he had done any of this. But the scar on her wrist throbbed, a dull reminder of the price already paid.

She swallowed. “What is your name?”

A pause. The silence stretched, filled only by the drip of water somewhere in the dark.

“Ryven,” he said at last. “Commander Ryven Voss. But you will not speak it again until you are safe.”

She memorized the sound of it. The weight.

Then she turned back to the wall, pressed her shoulder against the stone, and pushed.


✣ Chapter Four

The stone groaned overhead, a sound like a dying beast rolling its ribs against the earth. Dust sifted from the ceiling in fine gray rivers, catching in Kaelen's lashes, coating her tongue with grit. She pressed her back against the forge wall, where the coolest air still pooled near the floor, and forced her lungs to slow.

One breath. Two. The collapse had sealed the tunnel behind them, cutting off the screaming and the clash of steel from the rebel attack above. Now only silence remained, thick and oppressive, broken by the occasional trickle of falling gravel.

Across the pocket of darkness, Ryven Vane crouched with his back to a collapsed support beam, his hand pressed to his ribs. Even in the dimness she could see the dark stain seeping through his fingers, the way his jaw tightened when he shifted his weight.

Good. Let him bleed.

She should have left him there when the ceiling came down. Should have kept running deeper into the forge tunnels, let the rubble bury him under a ton of ember-stone. But the instinct had been faster than reason, her arm hooking under his shoulders, dragging him sideways as a pillar of fire collapsed the very air where he'd stood. Stupid. Heroics got people killed, and she had no kingdom left to throw herself on pyres for.

"What were you thinking?" His voice cut through the dark, rough and low, like stone grinding against stone. "Running back into a collapse? The ceiling fell behind you."

"I was thinking you'd be useful alive." The lie came smooth as oiled steel. "You're the only one who knows the way out of these tunnels. If you die, I die."

A pause. She felt his gaze on her even if she couldn't see his face, a weight that pressed against her skin like fever heat. "You could have gone the other direction. The tunnel branches five ways in that vein. You know the forges. You'd have found another exit."

He knew too much. Or guessed too well. Kaelen shrugged, the motion lost in the dark. "I don't gamble on maybes."

The dust continued to settle, fine as ash. It painted her hands gray, filled the creases of her palms with grime. She wiped them on her trousers and tried not to think about how the air was already starting to thin, how the walls here had no visible cracks, how the fire-damp had swallowed the tunnel whole.

"Ryven." His name tasted strange on her tongue. She never used it, always Commander, always sir, always a title that built a wall between them. "How long until they dig us out?"

He was quiet for a count of ten. Then: "They don't know we're down here."

The words dropped into the silence like stones into deep water. She heard them sink, felt the ripples spread through her chest.

"The patrols were under attack," he continued, his voice flat, clinical. "The collapse sealed the forge entrance. They'll assume we died in the ambush, or that we were taken. Either way, they'll secure the perimeter before they dig. If they dig at all."

Kaelen's stomach turned cold. "So we're dead."

"Not yet." He shifted, and she heard the scrape of his boot against stone, the soft hiss of breath between his teeth. "There's a maintenance shaft near the old water basin. If the collapse didn't take it, we can climb to the surface."

"Near the water basin." She repeated the words, testing them for truth. "That's thirty paces deeper into the tunnel. Past the entire collapse."

"Yes."

"And you're bleeding."

"I'm aware."

She pushed off the wall, landing in a crouch. The movement sent a sharp pulse of vertigo through her skull, the darkness pressing in like a living thing. She steadied herself with a hand on the damp stone and crawled toward the sound of his breathing.

"Let me see it."

"The wound?"

"Yes, the wound. Unless you're hiding another injury I should know about."

He didn't respond, but she heard the rustle of his coat, the tight exhale as he peeled his hand away. She found his arm in the dark, fingers brushing against his sleeve before she touched the torn fabric. The blood

She found his arm in the dark, fingers brushing against his sleeve before she touched the torn fabric. The blood was warm and slick against her palm, seeping through the wool in a steady pulse. She pressed harder, trying to gauge the depth of the wound through touch alone.

He hissed through his teeth. A sharp, controlled sound that told her more than words could. The injury was bad.

"Pressure," she said, her voice steadier than she felt. "Keep your hand here. Don't let up."

She tore a strip from the hem of her tunic, the fabric ripping with a sound that seemed too loud in the confined space. The darkness pressed against her eyes, heavy and absolute. She worked by memory and feel, folding the cloth into a pad, then reaching for his arm again.

His hand closed around her wrist.

"Wait."

The word stopped her cold. His fingers were warm, calloused, and they circled her wrist with a precision that suggested he could see her clearly despite the absence of light. She felt the tension in his grip, the careful restraint of a man who could break bone without effort but chose not to.

"What?" she asked.

"Listen."

She stilled. The silence stretched, thick and waiting. At first she heard nothing but the distant drip of water and the thud of her own pulse. Then she caught it. A low, grinding rumble from somewhere above them. The sound of stone shifting against stone. The collapse was still settling.

"We don't have long," he said. "The ceiling could go at any point."

"Then let me bandage you so we can move."

He released her wrist. She worked quickly, pressing the cloth pad against the wound, then winding the longer strip around his forearm to hold it in place. Each wrap pulled the fabric taut. She tied it off with a knot, her fingers brushing against the inside of his elbow as she finished.

He didn't flinch. Didn't pull away.

"There," she said. "It's not perfect, but it will hold until we reach the surface."

"Thank you."

The words were quiet. Almost reluctant. She heard the surprise in her own chest, a warmth that spread through her ribs despite the cold air pressing against her skin. She pushed it down.

"Don't thank me yet. We still have to find that shaft."

She turned, crawling forward into the darkness. The tunnel narrowed as she moved, the walls closing in until her shoulders brushed against rough stone on either side. The air grew colder, carrying the metallic scent of iron and the faint, acrid tang of something burned. Her hands found debris scattered across the floor. Broken pottery. A rusted nail. The bones of something small and long dead.

Behind her, she heard his breathing. Steady. Measured. Each exhale a controlled release of pain.

"How bad is the blood loss?" she asked.

"Manageable."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one you're getting."

She bit back a retort. Arguing with him would waste time and breath, both of which were in short supply. She focused on the path ahead, her fingers tracing the wall for any sign of a turn or opening. The stone was damp, slick with condensation that beaded against her skin like sweat.

The tunnel curved. Then curved again. She lost track of the direction, the darkness disorienting her sense of space until she could no longer tell if they were moving toward the water basin or circling back toward the collapse.

"Stop," he said.

She froze. Her heart stuttered, but she forced herself to breathe slowly, evenly.

"What is it?"

"Feel the wall."

She pressed her palm flat against the stone. At first she felt nothing. Then a faint vibration, barely perceptible, humming through the rock like the distant surge of a drum.

"Water," she said.

"The basin. We're close."

Hope flickered in her chest, fragile and sharp. She pushed forward, her movements faster now, less careful. The vibration grew stronger, the air shifting from cold to damp, carrying the smell of stagnant water and moss.

Her hand found empty space.

She nearly pitched forward, catching herself on the edge of what felt like a doorframe. The wall opened into a larger space, the sound of her breathing echoing back at her from a distance. She crawled through the opening and stood, her legs shaky beneath her.

The darkness here was different. Less absolute. A faint, gray light filtered from somewhere above, casting the space in shadowed relief. She blinked, her eyes adjusting slowly.

The water basin dominated the center of the chamber. A wide, circular pool of dark water, its surface still and reflective as polished glass. The walls curved upward into a domed ceiling, and near the top, a narrow shaft of
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